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Abstract 
This research provides a qualitative account of how one group of LGBTQ young women created a space for empowerment in 
Post Katrina and Post Isaac New Orleans. There is very little research on sexualities in post-disaster settings but what does exist 
indicates that LGBTQ people have post-disaster experiences that are specific to their sexualities. There is further concern that 
LGBTQ people may be a highly vulnerable group due to pre-existing social and cultural discrimination. The case is also similar 
for youth. Much research exists on the needs of children post-disaster but very little addresses those who could be classed as 
‘young adults.’  This paper begins to fill this void and explores how gender performance has enabled a group of disaster-affected 
young women to ‘write their own bodies’ and challenge traditional gender roles and relations.  
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1. Introduction: What Katrina Did 
 
New Orleans, Louisiana has long been considered to be ‘disaster-prone.’ Some of the strongest hurricanes have 
battered the city, most notably, Hurricane Katrina in 2005. On 28th August 2005, Katrina made landfall and bought 
with her tropical storms which in turn gave rise to extreme flooding. This resulted in the failure of the city’s already 
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inadequate levees. Water poured into the city from the sky and from the two swollen rivers causing 80% of the city 
to be underwater after two days. Many people could not leave. Many more were displaced all over the United States. 
It took months to be able to return. Some never did. Months later, those that did return found their beloved city 
changed forever. In fact, the scars of Katrina can still be seen across the rich and the poorer neighborhoods. Almost 
everyone was affected in some way. Among them were adolescent girls and young women. These two categories 
rarely receive attention in post-disaster activism and scholarship but both possess capacities and vulnerabilities 
unique to their cohort. Indeed, this research indicates that young women can be a driving force for transformation 
that can change things for the better in years to come. This article focuses on a specific group of adolescent girls and 
young women who were affected by Katrina. The bond that ties them together is that they are currently involved 
with gender performance, through participating as an actor or as an audience member in a group called ‘The Kings’. 
During the field research it emerged that negotiating sexuality and gender issues can be more positive by being part 
of a gender performance group. The landscape of the gender performance ‘industry’ changed significantly after 
Katrina. This was particularly the case for the ‘Kings.’ This paper aims to draw attention to the resilience of the 
young women who rebuilt ‘The Kings’ and highlight how sexuality and youth are important areas of enquiry and 
resources for post-disaster mitigation.  
 
2. Gender, Sexuality, Youth and Disasters 
 
The late-1990’s marked the start of an era for gender and disasters and gender analysis has become integral at all 
levels of disaster mitigation documenting the wide range of skills and resources women utilize in the face of disaster 
at individual, household, community and organizational levels provoking lively and exciting discussion, research 
and theoretical discussion (Brunsma et.al. 2000; Fothergill 1998:12). However, despite gender being recognized as 
an important post-disaster ‘issue’ the diverse gendered needs and interests of young women, including sexualities 
have continued to be marginalized (Overton 2007:13; Cupples 2007; Enarson 2000; Enarson and Meyreles 2004; 
Fordham 1998). This may be influenced by the reasons gender has become an important concern for disaster actors. 
For example, Holzmann and Kozel (2007) suggest that improving women’s access to risk management can create 
efficiency gains bringing economic gains rather than empowerment. Post-event too, research shows that even where 
projects are promoted as being ‘gendered,’ women’s participation is designed to benefit the family not the women 
themselves and often reinforces traditional maternal roles (Bradshaw 2002). This goes some way to explain why 
young women and adolescent girls have been largely absent from all phases of disaster research and practice. That 
is, the needs of ‘women’ as a whole often translate to maternal roles so that the term ‘gender’ becomes short-hand 
for adult women as mothers and/or caregivers. This not only reduces women to their maternal roles but also 
excludes all other expressions of gender identities, which include ‘non-reproductive’ expressions of sexualities.  
 
Yet, sexualities and gender are inextricably linked as recorded by Rashid and Michaud’s research about the 
experiences of adolescent girls in Bangladesh in the aftermath of the 1998 floods (2000). Their research explicitly 
explores adolescent girls’ feelings around sexuality issues such as preserving virginity and menstruation. It also 
highlights their conflicting relationships with freedom and shame. Whilst these sexuality issues are linked to the 
reproductive, they also draw attention to other aspects of the girls’ lives around freedom of movement and 
independence. Despite highlighting that anxieties over ‘gendered-sexuality’ norms had far-reaching implications on 
girls’ health, identity, family and community relations (Rashid and Michaud 2000),  no further research in this or 
any other cultural context began to emerge until at least ten years later and even this has been limited (see Coalition 
for Adolescent Girls 2012; Haynes 2010; Tanner 2010). Very little attention is given to these groups by disaster 
actors and even less is known about their experiences. Adolescent girls have recently entered the policy arena which 
is a step forward (Plan International 2013). Young women, along with sexuality remain absent. 
 
By sexuality being discussed through the lense of maternity, sexuality is also often conflated with sex. Furthermore, 
sexuality is also framed negatively through issues of health as a public concern rather than pleasure (Jolly 2000). 
Sexuality is part of all aspects of life and therefore, it is likely that in times of crisis, experiences will be affected. 
Not least because sexuality is also embedded in social and cultural norms regulated by power relations. That can be 
amplified and exacerbated (Bradshaw 2002; Enarson and Morrow 1998).  As young people’s sexualities are often 
framed by adult concerns (Bucholtz 2002:537) there room to find out what young people think about their own 
lives.  
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While LGBTQ youth are already identified as an “at risk” vulnerable group in general (Eisenberg and Resnick 2006; 
Garafalo et al 1999) given they are likely to have experienced negativity and or violence from social, cultural, 
institutional, political and familial actors (D’Augelli  2002; D’Augelli et al 2006; D’Augelli and Hershberger 1993). 
Sexuality is often neglected in disaster research (D’Ooge 2008). This is likely to be because it is often deemed a 
‘sensitive’ topic particularly where it intersects with social and cultural norms.  Little information or knowledge 
exists on how LQBTQ people coped post-event and even less on LGBTQ youth. Further, it is not known what 
capacities they have. This research begins to tell the stories of a group of young women whose lives were changed 
not only by Hurricane Katrina but also by gender performance art.  
 
3.  Into Practice: A Gender-Queer Framework for Analysis 
 
In order to explore gendered-sexuality, this research has taken a gender and queer theories approach. For gender 
analysis to reach its political aims, it must take into account ‘other’ axes of identity because it may not always be 
appropriate for ‘gender’ to be the privileged lens (Hemmings 2006). Here, gender is a key theme, but the 
intersections of youth and sexuality emerged as having greater value to the girls overall. In contrast, it is important 
to note that these identities are not static, and what is important to each of the participants changed over time. Queer 
Theory has also informed the gender analysis of this research. Queer theory and activism explicitly seeks to ‘play’ 
with boundaries and unmask cultural constructions of gender and sexuality stereotypes. That is, to ‘do’ Queer 
Theory, whether activist or academic, is to consciously take a positionality vis-à-vis the normative (Halperin 
1995:62). One of the ways to reveal the ‘fiction’ of what is normal is through ‘performativity.’ 
 
Performativity reflects the “culturally sustained temporal duration” of gender (Butler 1990). The ‘nature’ of gender 
is sustained through acts that are uttered as norms of authoritative speech which not only ‘perform’ an action but 
confer ‘binding’ power on the act performed (Butler 1993:224). In other words, what we take as the essential, 
internal essence of gender is a kind of persistent impersonation that passes as real (1990:xxxvi).. We anticipate and 
produce this ‘essence’ of gender through certain bodily acts, which are effects of naturalized gestures (Butler 
1990:xv). 
 
Performativity has also been taken up as a form of activism, particularly by queer politics which seek to play with 
boundaries and unmask cultural constructions of gender and sexuality. Uncanny performances of sexuality can be a 
way of highlighting heteronormativity, and ‘breeching’ style experiments that expose taken-for-granted norms 
where sexual categories are not only revealed as constructed, but can actually be explored and expanded. Creating 
fictions that show different ways of expressing genders are also great ways to explore and learn about our 
sexualities, we learn about possibilities through imagination, i.e. in the work of Angela Carter who shows (in 
Passion of New Eve particularly) that sex does not automatically fit gender (Moore 1994:138). The realm of the 
imaginary then can illustrate the performative ‘nature’ of gender identity and gender assignment (Moore 1994:149). 
Gender performance is one such act. The most explicit of which is suggested to be drag (Butler 1990). Rather than 
providing a space to showcase a proliferation of genders, Butler argues that drag exposes the failure of heterosexual 
regimes because their ideals are not realistic. However, Butler is talking about Drag Queens, not Drag Kings and 
‘The Kings’ of New Orleans certainly explore a proliferation of genders.   
 
4. Findings: What Katrina did Next 
 
This chapter explores young women’s relationship with gender performance in post-Katrina New Orleans. Judith 
Butler highlighted ‘drag’ performance as the most obvious example of gender performativity whereby the 
participants (actors and audience) are able to experience the revelation of gendered categories such as masculine-
male and feminine-female as fictions. This kind of gender performance also links to the notion of ‘doing gender’ as 
a set of naturalized acts that can be unmasked as social rather than actual in addition to the notion of a ‘gender-
continuum’ where gender categories can be expanded, for example, masculine-female; ‘high’ femme female. In 
addition to the exaggerations of explicit gender-play drag, the Kings also perform relational material exploring the 
complexities of the ‘trappings’ of relationships, exploring and revealing difficult issues such as GBV between 
couples and societal exclusion based on sexuality.  Through gender performativity the young women in the sample 
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exercised agency and demonstrated that their gendered-sexualities were fluid subjectivities. 
 
4.1 We’ll do it ourselves: Getting Resourceful: 
 
The stories of Kyla and Jasmine demonstrate the intense resilience of two young women even in a terrible situation. 
Where there were no other opportunities, they did things for themselves, exercising their agency: 
 
“After Katrina a lot of people had gone. What I mean is, we had a lost a lot of performers because they had 
relocated, been temporarily displaced or just didn’t want to do it anymore…Five weeks after Katrina…we were in 
‘The Place’ one night…and the owners told us they’d been getting a lot of requests from people asking when the 
show would be back on so we were like, alright! Let’s put this show back together!” (Kayla) 
 
“One of the primary things for me both before and post Katrina is drag. I can’t talk about Katrina without talking 
about drag” (Kayla) 
 
Reorganising the troupe became Kayla and Jasmine’s life for that time. The original co-ordinator was permanently 
displaced so they took it upon themselves to figure out how the show was going to start. It was not just about having 
something to do. For Jasmine, it was about having something positive, having a place to go, having a community. 
Nobody else was addressing this need from the ‘outside’ in terms of aid organizations or anything else:  
 
“We didn’t just perform drag all the time, we were trying to organise it by seeing who was in town and when people 
would be back. We just did it because no one else was going to and we needed something that wasn’t all about the 
loss and doom of Katrina. I mean people in the city still didn’t have water or power and man, it was hot...At ‘The 
Place’ or whatever bar, you could go and at least be cool for a while if they had a generator.” (Jasmine) 
 
It was clear from Jasmine and Kayla’s stories that there was a distinct lack of ‘normal’ life due to the upheaval of 
Katrina caused in all elements of their lives. Reorganising the troupe allowed Kayla and Jasmine to reclaim some 
normalcy and a space where they were not simply ‘Katrina survivors.’ Other participants illustrate this point further: 
 
“I didn’t like being talked about and called a refugee. I’m not a refugee in my own country, I had to evacuate and it 
was like we were treated like aliens.” (Maz) 
 
“People just wanted to talk to me about Katrina. I just wanted to try to do normal stuff, that’s why I went up to New 
York when they offered the bursaries to [Katrina] evacuees.” (Pheobe) 
 
“Performing [drag] reminded me I was more than just this poor Katrina kid.” (Emmy) 
 
Normalcy also emerged in new ways. For example, it was during this time that some of the girls and young women 
discovered something ‘queer’ about themselves through going through one of the ‘normal’ dilemmas of youth: “am 
I normal” in an entirely abnormal setting. This setting allowed more space for reflection and opened up new spaces 
that will be discussed further below. 
 
The first show post-Katrina took place on 15th November 2005. There were 5 Kings and ‘full’ 12 act show. The 
audience was slim for the first few weeks. But through word of mouth, it grew. They also attracted new audiences, 
perhaps in part because ‘The Place’ was one of the only establishments on Bourbon that was open so soon after the 
storm: 
 
“It was total chaos at the beginning as you can imagine with only five of us. I mean more of the original troupe did 
come back, but a lot didn’t and we needed numbers. That was another change after Katrina. Before, it was a bunch 
of friends who happened to love drag performing and it was a lot looser, more ‘rag tag’ if you like. After, this 
couldn’t happen because we needed to recruit so it changed the culture of the troupe. Instead of just being this bunch 
of friends, we were  more business-like, but we became friends with each other later. But ultimately, we changed the 
way things were run.” 
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The troupe became a lot more organised and official after Katrina through Kayla and Jasmine organising official 
meetings and holding elections for different positions within the troupe’s administration, such as the co-ordinator 
and the new role: the treasurer. The treasurer role changed the future of the group little-by-little for years to come. 
Instead of dividing all the earnings between the performers, the treasury also counted the Troupe as a ‘payee.’ For 
the first time in their history, the troupe itself began to have its own money.  The funds are used for audience 
appreciation parties, charity donations – large and small and donations for troupe members who fall into hard times. 
One of these ‘hard times’ turned out to be the aftermath of Hurricane Isaac. 
 
4.2 The Organisation of Isaac 
 
The queer community for women and f2m trans acted as a lifeline, increasingly so post-Isaac where it became more 
organised. The Kings demonstrated, although not intentionally, how important organization they had become for 
their community. They were no longer the ‘rag-tag’ group playing dress-up described by Kayla anymore. They were 
an established and esteemed performance group as well as appearing to be a community organization through their 
use of ‘group funds.’ Additionally, that issues already going on through youth, sexuality and gender could also find 
solace in queer spaces, particularly queer performance spaces. Had the restructuring of the group not happened, 
these networks may never have been put in place. This is highlighted by Betty's story. She was fourteen when 
Katrina hit and much too young to be involved with the Kings at that time as they operate only in 'adult' 
environments. Indeed, under the old structure of the Kings, that rag-tag band of friends, she may never have had 
access to the troupe, where by being a member has given her so much:   
 
“I really started to grow, like to know myself more when I joined the troupe... I’ve definitely grown a lot in the past 
seven years.” 
 
As a result of Katrina, the Kings became a different kind of troupe. This also paved the way for the troupe to change 
allowing different kinds of people to join and thus providing a wider range of young women with the opportunity to 
explore gender through drag and gender performance. This enabled them to challenge normative identities in a 
myriad of ways. 
 
Bodily expression and performance on stage allowed young women to rethink their gendered-sexualities in life, 
which enabled them to create positive gendered-sexuality identities for themselves and challenge gender and 
sexuality stereotypes in their culture. Moreover, the young women in the sample now have a complex understanding 
of the multiplicity and fluidity of gender identities.As Queer Activism, the Kings performances challenge and 
confront heteronormativities and biases as drag and gender performance reveals the fiction of gender – anyone can 
perform masculinity and femininity. Some of the most interesting performances are those that take on extreme 
‘feminine’ performances almost crossing over to Drag-queen style through the camp interpretation of femaleness: 
 
“I did a lot of performance art and I’ve really evolved being in the troupe. I used to go really like boy stuff but not 
I’m ding like mostly femme. It’s great to explore” (beaux) 
 
This revealed that gender is something we do everyday but do not notice.  Other performances are more focused on 
storytelling and artistic representations, these allow for different explorations of gender. These stories often tend to 
have explicit ‘activist’ messages within the subtext, confronting issues such as same-sex GBV and same-sex 
relationship break-down. This may provide audience members with stories to identify that represent their own 
experiences rather than those often represented in mainstream culture which are based on models of heterosexuality.  
 
5. Conclusion  
 
After a time of crisis, gender performance has enabled them to ‘write their own bodies’ and challenge 
heteronormativity. This part of the research shows that queer performance spaces can expand understandings of 
women’s bodies, challenge stereotypes and create positive ways to express gendered- sexuality identities and may 
be a useful tool post-disaster. This was particularly so after Hurricane Isaac, where it became clear how the troupe 
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had grown from a small band of ad-hoc performers, to a performance group, to a community organization. Finding a 
community, finding ways to express themselves presented them with an avenue through which to feel empowered. 
Space was one of the key emerging themes when the girls and young women discussed what would be beneficial to 
them. There was a distinct lack of space on most levels: psychical, institutionally (such as school), family, peer 
group, alternative for girls and young women to express themselves. This was particularly the case for younger girls 
reflecting on growing-up. As they got older they were able to access more ‘adult’ spaces, such as the Kings and find 
community. Youth then, can be isolating. Now that the Kings operates on a community level, it may be important to 
consider whether they or other groups can address younger girls who are not able to access adult spaces. So, the 
‘positive’ effects I have highlighted in being engaged with drag performance either as performer themselves or as 
audience members also does not exist in a vacuum. Despite understanding the complexities of gendered-sexualities, 
many other factors were also at play for the young women and girls of the sample post-Katrina, highlighting that 
Katrina was not the only disaster in the girls’ lives. Like other disaster researchers have pointed out sometimes the 
‘disasters’ are not the ‘natural’ disasters but what they reveal and bring to light: disasters are subjective. The event 
itself is not always the most catastrophic, but may exacerbate these issues, open up a space for positive growth, or in 
most cases, do both.  
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